Abstract
Background
Many governments are increasingly aware of the importance of provision of child care services for workforce participation and also the importance of quality child care for positive outcomes for children. Positive short-and long-term developmental outcomes are dependent on the quality of care experienced rather than the type of care (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000) . The quality of child care is an issue of concern in Australia because it is not always considered to be of a consistently high standard and lower standards of child care quality are more likely to be evident in corporate child care chains than in community and independent private centres (Rush, 2006) .
There is also a growing body of evidence indicating that quality child care is associated with the level and specialisation of child care workers' qualifications (Campbell & Milbourne, 2005; Vandell, 2004) . Responsive, sensitive, stimulating interactions with children (Kreader, Ferguson & Lawrence, 2005) as well as effective organisation of materials and provision of appropriate activities (Vandell, 2004) are all related to levels of qualifications and training. However, some research linking qualifications to practice is less convincing. Tout, Zaslow and Berry (2006) report on studies in which teachers with bachelors degrees did not necessarily demonstrate high quality care and indicated that there is a need to examine what actually facilitates effective practice from qualifications. Pianta (2006) also reported that links between professional preparation and quality were not always clear. He described the research evidence as mixed and weak and goes on to suggest that this demonstrates that professional preparation is not effectively ensuring quality in child care. There is some evidence that teacher's knowledge and psychological characteristics (e.g., beliefs) are linked to child care quality, although little research has focused on these aspects of quality care (Pianta). Thus, to promote sound outcomes for children we need to investigate the training of child care workers (Karp, 2006) , in particular their pre-existing beliefs and cognitions.
Vocational education
In Australia, most child care workers employed in centre-based child care are trained through Technical and Further Education (TAFE) colleges and private providers within the Vocational Training and Education (VTE) system. Since the establishment in 1996 of Australia's National Training Framework, training packages have been used to provide broad training frameworks and tools for the development of training programs to meet the needs of industry (Simons, Meyers & Harris, 2003) . According to Simons et al. these packages aim to specify outcomes (competencies) rather than prescribed courses of work to be followed, allowing for more flexibility in training. They use competency standards that include skills, knowledge and dispositions for effective workplace learning outcomes (Hackett, 2001 ).
In the past, the focus on competencies has been criticised for its narrow, behaviourist skills (Smith, 1999) and modularised, segmented knowledge (Simons et al., 2003) . It was argued that such competencies merely encouraged trainers to mark off competencies as having been achieved or not and that this narrow focus on skills ignored other dimensions such as the social, emotional and spiritual aspects of learning (Arnold & Ryan, 2003) . With this in mind, Hackett (2001) and Schofield and McDonald (2004) advocated for a broader view of competencies which, in addition to a skills focus,
